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Economic and social cohesion is an 
expression of solidarity among the member 
states and regions of the European Union. 
The aim is balanced development throug-
hout the EU, reducing structural dispariti-
es among regions and promoting equal op-
portunities for all. In practical terms, this is 
achieved by means of a variety of financing 
operations, principally through the Struc-
tural Funds and the Cohesion Fund. Every 
three years the European Commission pre-
sents a report on progress made in achie-
ving economic and social cohesion and on 
how Community policies have contributed 
to it.
At European level, the origins of eco-
nomic and social cohesion go back to the 
Treaty of Rome (1957), in which the pre-
amble refers to the reduction of regional 
disparities. In the 1970s, Community acti-
on was taken to coordinate national instru-
ments and provide additional financial re-
sources. Subsequently these measures pro-
ved inadequate given the situation in the 
Community, where the establishment of 
the internal market, contrary to forecasts, 
had failed to even out the regional differen-
ces. With the adoption of the Single Euro-
pean Act in 1986, economic and social co-
he sion proper was made an objective, along-
side completing the single market. The Ma-
astricht Treaty (1992), finally, incorporated 
the policy into the EC Treaty itself.
Economic and social cohesion is essen-
tially implemented through the regional 
policy of the European Union. In addition 
to the reform of the common agricultural 
policy and enlargement to the Central and 
East European countries in 2004, regional 
policy was one of the major issues discussed 
in Agenda 2000, which covers the period 
2000-2006, largely because of the financial 
implications.
Regional policy is the European Uni-
on’s second largest budget item, with an 
allocation of 348 billion euro (2006 pri-
ces) for the period 2007-2013 (278 billion 
euro for the Structural Funds and 70 billi-
on euro for the Cohesion Fund). This repre-
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sents 35% of the Community budget and is 
the second largest budget item. 
Enlargement to 27 member states in 
January 2007 has brought an entirely new 
order. The area of the European Union 
has increased by over 25%, its population 
by over 20%, but its wealth by only 5%, 
approximately. Average GDP per capita 
in the European Union has fallen by more 
than 10% and regional disparities have do-
ubled. Since 60% of the regions whose de-
velopment is lagging behind are in the 12 
member states that joined the EU in 2004, 
the centre of gravity of regional policy is 
shifting eastwards.
For the period 2007-2013, economic 
and social cohesion will have to concentrate 
more on crucial development concerns 
in the field of economic growth and 
employment while continuing to support 
regions that have not completed the process 
of convergence in real terms. Structural 
assistance also remains necessary in 
geographical areas facing specific structural 
problems (areas undergoing industrial 
restructuring, urban areas, rural areas, areas 
dependent on fishing, and areas suffering 
from natural or demographic handicaps). 
Finally, simplification and decentralisation 
of the management of regional policy 
financial instruments (Structural Funds and 
Cohesion Fund) will be the watchwords of 
the regional policy reform for the period 
2007-2013.
As has been mentioned, the Structural 
Funds and the Cohesion Fund are the 
financial instruments of European Union 
regional policy, which is intended to narrow 
the development disparities among regions 
and member states. The Funds participate 
fully, therefore, in pursuing the goal of 
economic, social and territorial cohesion. 
There are two Structural Funds:
•  the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) is currently the largest. 
Since 1975 it has provided support for 
the creation of infrastructure and pro-
ductive job-creating investment, ma-
inly for businesses; 
•  the European Social Fund (ESF), set 
up in 1958, contributes to the integra-
tion into working life of the unem-
ployed and disadvantaged sections of 
the population, mainly by funding tra-
ining measures. 
In order to speed up economic, soci-
al and territorial convergence, the Europe-
an Union set up a Cohesion Fund in 1994. 
It is intended for countries whose per capi-
ta GDP is below 90% of the Community 
average. The purpose of the Cohesion Fund 
is to grant financing to environmental and 
transport infrastructure projects. However, 
aid under the Cohesion Fund is subject to 
certain conditions. If the public deficit of 
a beneficiary member state exceeds 3% of 
national GDP (EMU convergence criteria), 
no new project will be approved until the 
deficit has been brought under control.
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